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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR PROVIDING 
AN INSTANT MESSAGE NOTBFICATION 
Field of the Invention 
The present invention generally relates to the field of computer systems for 
5 providing real-time instant messaging. More specifically, the present invention relates to 
a method and apparatus for providing an instant messaging notification. 

Background of the Invention 
Through the advent and proliferation of the Internet, computer users have found 
many new ways to communicate with one another. One of the most popular new ways 
10 for computer users to communicate with each other is through instant messaging ("IM"). 
IM allows two or more networked computer users to communicate in real-time. 
Typically, this is accomplished through the use of an IM client application installed on 
each user's computer. Each computer user is also assigned a unique user identification 
code ("user ID") that allows them to be uniquely identified from a multitude of IM users. 
15 IM client applications also typically provide "buddy lists" containing the user IDs of the 
people with which they most frequently engage in IM conversations. 

To initiate an IM conversation, an initiating user may simply select a user ID of a 
user to be contacted from the buddy list provided by the IM client application. The IM 
client application then sends a request to initiate an IM session to an IM client 
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application remotely executing on the computer of the user having the selected user ID. 
The remotely executing IM client application then provides some indication to the 
contacted user that the initiating user would like to engage in an IM conversation. The 
contacted user may accept or decline the request. If the contacted user accepts the 

5 request, an IM session is initiated and each user may type messages to the other in real 
time. If the contacted user declines the request, no IM session is initiated and a message 
is provided to the initiating user that the request has been declined. For text messages, 
there is no invitation to accept or decline an instant message. The sender simply selects 
an on-line buddy (the buddy must be on-line at the time) and can then send a message. 

10 The recipient will receive a notification that an TM conversation has started and an IM 
conversation window will be opened. The user can choose to ignore or respond, but the 
session has been established. 

Previous IM client applications have had limited success thus far of allowing a 
user to accept or decline a request for an EVI session while utilizing another application 

15 program. In particular, previous IM client applications typically do not provide any 
information regarding the requested IM session other than the user ID of the initiating 
user. This can be frustrating for the contacted user because they must respond to an IM 
request just to determine the topic of the requested IM session. This may be particularly 
frustrating for a contacted user who responds to such a request only to determine that he 

20 or she did not want to participate in an IM session having the given topic. 

Previous TM client applications also do not permit users to monitor the contents 
of an IM session without having the IM client application window active. This can be 
frustrating for a user who is not actively participating in an IM session but who would 
like to monitor the IM session to determine if their participation is required. Moreover, 

25 previous IM client applications are only operative to receive instant messages from other 
IM client applications. These previous IM client applications cannot receive instant 
messages from business partners or other outside entities. This is a severe drawback in 
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that previous IM client applications cannot deliver important messages from any entity 
other than another IM client application installed on another user computer. 

Accordingly, in light of the above problems, there is a need for a method and 
apparatus for providing an IM notification that can provide a topic for a requested IM 

5 session. Using this information, a user may decide whether or not to participate in the 
IM session before actually becoming a part of the session. There is also a need for a 
method and apparatus for providing an IM notification that allows a user to monitor the 
contents of an IM session without actively participating the IM session and without 
having to make the IM client application window an active window. There is a further 

10 need for a method and apparatus for providing an IM notification that can receive and 
deliver instant messages from business partners of the IM provider and other outside 
entities. 

Summary of the Invention 
The present invention solves the above problems by providing a method and 

15 apparatus for providing an IM notification that can provide a notification of a requested 
IM session including information like the session topic that may allow a user to decide 
whether or not to participate in the requested IM session. The present invention also 
provides a method and apparatus for providing an IM notification that allows a user to 
monitor the contents of an IM session without actively participating the IM session and 

20 without having to make the IM client application window active. Moreover, the present 
invention also advantageously provides a method and apparatus for providing an IM 
notification that can receive and deliver instant messages received from business 
partners of the IM provider. 

Generally described, the present invention provides an IM client application that 

25 receives requests to initiate IM conversations and, in response to the requests, displays a 
notification window. The notification window includes information that may allow a 
user to decide whether or not the user would like to participate in the IM conversation. 
According to one actual embodiment of the present invention, the notification window is 
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displayed gradually so that the notification window appears to "roll" up from the user 
interface desktop. Other types of animation sequences for displaying the notification 
window may also be used. The notification window contains an indication that another 
IM user would like to initiate an IM conversation and may include an identification of 
5 the remote user. The notification window also contains a description of the topic for the 
requested IM conversation. The topic may comprise a portion of the text typed by the 
remote IM user or a specifically entered topic. An image or series of images may also 
be provided that indicate the general topic for the conversation. Based upon this 
information, the contacted IM user may accept or ignore the conversation request. 

10 In order to accept the IM conversation request, the contacted user may select the 

text displayed in the notification window, such as the identification of the remote user or 
the topic, using a mouse or other selection device. If the contacted user accepts the IM 
conversation request, the IM client application window is displayed and the IM session 
is initiated between the remote user and the contacted user. If the contacted user chooses 

15 to do nothing and ignore the IM conversation request, the notification window will 
remain active for a predetermined amount of time and is then gradually removed so that 
it appears to "roll" down. Other types of animation may also be used when removing the 
notification window. The contents of the notification window remain active and may be 
selected by the user to initiate the IM conversation until the notification window has 

20 completely been removed from the display screen. In this manner, the user may choose 
to respond to the IM conversation request by selecting the contents of the notification 
window up until the time the very last portion of the notification window is removed. 

According to one actual embodiment of the present invention, a notification 
window is displayed each time an instant message is received from a remote user and the 

25 IM client application window is in a non-visible or non-active window. In this manner, 
the contacted user can monitor the contents of an IM conversation without taking the 
focus from the currently active application. If the contacted user desires to participate in 
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the IM conversation, the user may select the contents of the notification window to bring 
the IM client application forward into an active visible window. 

In yet another embodiment of the present invention, a notification window may 
be displayed by the IM client application in response to an instant message received 
from a business partner. In this embodiment of the present invention, the notification 
may contain a branded message from the business partner. For instance, a notification 
window may be displayed in response to receiving a notification from a shipping 
company that a package has been delivered to the user's home address. The notification 
window may include a branded message such as the shipping company's logo and other 
information. A World Wide Web ("Web" or "WWW") hyperlink may also be provided 
in the notification window that, when selected, directs a Web browser to an Internet Web 
site provided by the business partner. The business partner Web site may allow the user 
to change the conditions upon which instant messages are transmitted by the business 
partner to the user. Similarly branded instant messages may also be received by the IM 
client application containing stock quotes, product specials, or other information. A 
computer-readable medium and computer controlled apparatus are also provided for 
providing an instant messaging notification. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

The foregoing aspects and many of the attendant advantages of this invention 
will become more readily appreciated as the same become better understood by 
reference to the following detailed description, when taken in conjunction with the 
accompanying drawings, wherein: 

FIGURE 1 is a block diagram showing an illustrative operating environment for 
an actual embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGURE 2 is a block diagram that shows an illustrative computer architecture 
used for an IM client computer and an IM server computer according to an actual 
embodiment of the present invention. 
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FIGURE3 is a flow diagram showing an illustrative routine for processing 
messages received from an IM server according to an actual embodiment of the present 
invention. 

FIGURE 4 is a flow diagram showing an illustrative routine for processing 
5 requests to initiate a new IM conversation according to an actual embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIGURE 5 is a flow diagram that shows an illustrative routine for processing 
chat text received from an IM client application according to an actual embodiment of 
the present invention. 

10 FIGURE 6 is a flow diagram showing an illustrative routine for processing 

instant messages received from a business partner computer according to an actual 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGURES 7A-7E are screen diagrams showing illustrative screen displays for 
providing an instant message notification according to an actual embodiment of the 
1 5 present invention. 

FIGURE 8 is a screen diagram showing an illustrative screen display including 
an IM chat window according to an actual embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGURE 9 is a screen diagram showing an illustrative screen display including 
an IM chat window according to an actual embodiment of the present invention. 
20 FIGURE 10 is a screen diagram showing an illustrative screen display for 

providing an IM notification when a window other than the IM chat window is the active 
window according to an actual embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGURE 11 is a screen diagram showing an illustrative screen display for 
providing an IM notification when a window other than the IM chat window is the active 
25 window according to an actual embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGURE 12 is a screen diagram showing an illustrative screen display for 
providing an instant message notification according to an actual embodiment of the 
present invention. 
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FIGURES 13A-13D are screen diagrams showing illustrative screen displays for 
providing an instant message notification received from a business partner computer 
according to an actual embodiment of the present invention. 

Detailed Description of an Illustrative Embodiment 

5 The present invention provides a method, computer-controlled apparatus, and 

computer-readable medium for providing an IM notification. Aspects of the present 
invention are embodied in an IM client application executing on an IM client computer 
connected to a distributed computing network, such as the Internet The IM client 
application is operative to receive IM conversation requests, instant messages, and 

10 messages from business partners of the IM provider and to display notifications on a 
computer display in a variety of ways. Turning now to the figures, in which like 
numerals represent like elements, an actual embodiment of the present invention will be 
described. 

Referring now to FIGURE 1, an illustrative operating environment for the actual 
15 embodiment of the present invention presented herein will be described. Aspects of the 
present invention are implemented in an IM client application program executing on the 
IM client computers 14A-B. The IM client computers 14A-B communicate with each 
other and the IM server computer 10 over the Internet 20. As known to those skilled in 
the art, the Internet 20 comprises a collection of networks and routers that use the 
20 Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol to communicate with one another. The 
Internet 20 typically includes a plurality of local area networks and wide area networks 
that are interconnected by routers. Routers are special purpose computers used to 
interface one LAN or WAN to another. Communication links within the LANs may be 
twisted wire pair, or coaxial cable, while communication links between networks may 
25 utilize 56 Kbps analog telephone lines, 1 Mbps digital T-l lines, 45 Mbps T-3 lines or 
other communications links known to those skilled in the art. Furthermore, computers, 
such as the IM client computers 14A-14B and the IM server computer 10, can be 
remotely connected to either the LANs or the WANs via a permanent network 
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connection or via a modem and temporary telephone link. It will be appreciated that the 
Internet 20 comprises a vast number of such interconnected networks, computers, and 
routers. 

The IM server computer 10 is operative to provide an 1M service to users of the 
5 M client computers 14A-B. In particular, the IM server computer 10 is operative to 
maintain an IM user database 12 which comprises the identities of all IM users 
authorized to communicate via the IM server computer 10. The IM server computer 10 
is also operative to store other information regarding the IM users, including "buddy 
lists", Web pages, and other contact information. The IM server computer 10 is also 
10 operative to facilitate IM conversations between two or more IM client computers 14A- 
14B. In particular, the IM server computer 10 is operative to receive a request from an 
IM client computer 14A to initiate an IM conversation with another IM client computer 
14B. The IM server computer 10 is operative to transmit a request for an IM 
conversation to the IM client computer 14B. If a user of the IM client computer 14B 
15 accepts the IM conversation request, the IM server computer 10 is further operative to 
receive instant messages from each of the IM client computers 14A-14B and to transmit 
the messages to their destinations in approximately real time. As will be described in 
greater detail below, the IM server computer 10 may receive instant messages from a 
business partner computer 16 also connected to the Internet 20. These messages may 
20 then be transmitted to the one of the IM client computers 14A-14B. In this manner, the 
IM server computer 10 may facilitate IM services between the IM client computers 14A- 
14B and the business partner computer 16 and between the IM client computers 14A- 
14B. Other aspects of an IM service as provided by the IM server computer 10 should 
be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art. 
25 Referring now to FIGURE 2, an illustrative computer architecture for 

implementing aspects of the present invention will be described. The computer 
architecture shown in FIGURE 2 may be utilized for both the IM server computer 10 and 
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the IM client computers 14A-144B. Additionally, the computer architecture shown in 
FIGURE 2 may also be utilized for the business partner computer 16. 

The computer architecture shown in FIGURE 2 illustrates a conventional 
computer, including a processing unit 21, a system memory 22, and a system bus 23 that 
5 couples the system memory to the processing unit 21. The system memory 22 includes a 
read only memory ("ROM") 24 and a random access memory ("RAM") 25. A basic 
input/output system 26 ("BIOS") containing the basic routines that help to transfer 
information between elements within the computer, such as during start-up, is stored in 
ROM 24. The computer further includes a hard disk drive 27, a magnetic disk drive 28, 

10 e.g., to read from or write to a removable disk 29, and an optical disk drive 30, e.g., for 
reading a CD-ROM disk 31 or to read from or write to other optical media such as a 
Digital Versatile Disk ("DVD"). 

The hard disk drive 27, magnetic disk drive 28, and optical disk drive 30 are 
connected to the system bus 23 by a hard disk drive interface 32, a magnetic disk drive 

15 interface 33, and an optical drive interface 34, respectively. The drives and their 
associated computer-readable media provide nonvolatile storage for the computer. 
Although the description of computer-readable media above refers to a hard disk, a 
removable magnetic disk and a CD-ROM disk, it should be appreciated by those skilled 
in the art that computer-readable media can be any available media that can be accessed 

20 by the computer. By way of example, and not limitation, computer-readable media may 
comprise computer storage media and communication media. Computer storage media 
includes volatile and nonvolatile, removable and non-removable media implemented in 
any method or technology for storage of information such as computer readable 
instructions, data structures, program modules or other data. Computer storage media 

25 includes, but is not limited to, RAM, ROM, EPROM, EEPROM, flash memory or other 
solid-state memory technology, CD-ROM, DVD, or other optical storage, magnetic 
cassettes, magnetic tape, magnetic disk storage or other magnetic storage devices, or any 
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other medium which can be used to store the desired information and which can be 

accessed by the computer. 

A user may enter commands and information into the computer shown in 
FIGURE 2 through input devices such as a keyboard 40 or a mouse 42. Other input 

5 devices (not shown) may include a microphone, touchpad, joystick, game pad, satellite 
dish, scanner, or the like. These and other input devices are often connected to the 
processing unit 21 through a serial port interface 46 that is coupled to the system bus 23, 
but may be connected by other interfaces, such as a game port or a universal serial bus 
("USB"). A monitor 47 or other type of display device is also connected to the system 

10 bus 23 via an display interface, such as a video adapter 48. In addition to the monitor, a 
computer 20 may include other peripheral output devices, such as speakers 45 connected 
through an audio adapter 44 or a printer (not shown). 

As described briefly above, the computer may operate in a networked 
environment using logical connections to one or more remote computers through the 

15 Internet 20. The computer may connect to the Internet 20 through a network 
interface 55. Alternatively, the computer may include a modem 54 and use an Internet 
Service Provider ("ISP") 56 to establish communications with the Internet 20. The 
modem 54, which may be internal or external, is connected to the system bus 23 via the 
serial port interface 46. It will be appreciated that the network connections shown are 

20 illustrative and other means of establishing a communications link between the computer 
and the Internet 20 may be used. 

A number of program modules may be stored in the drives and RAM 25, 
including an operating system 35, such as Windows ME® or Windows 2000® from 
Microsoft® Corporation. When the computer architecture shown in FIGURE 2 is 

25 utilized to implement an IM client computer 14A-14B, the drives and RAM 25 may also 
store an IM client application 36. The IM client application 36 is operative to 
communicate with the IM server computer 10 to provide IM functionality, including IM 
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notifications. The IM client application 36 will be described in greater detail below with 
respect to FIGURES 3-12. 

When the computer architecture shown in FIGURE 2 is utilized to implement an 
IM server computer 10, the drives and RAM 25 may also store an IM server 

5 application 37. The IM server application 37 is responsible for providing an IM service 
between two or more IM client computers 14A-14B. Details regarding the operation of 
the IM server application 37 are known to those of ordinary skill in the art. The drives 
and RAM 25 of an IM server computer 10 and a business partner computer 16 may also 
store an IM gateway application 38. The IM gateway application 38 provides an 

10 interface to the IM server application 37 to the business partner computer 16. In this 
manner, the business partner computer 16 may transmit instant messages destined for an 
TM client computer 14A. Additional details regarding the operation of the IM gateway 
application 38 will be described below with respect to FIGURES 13A-13D. 

Referring now to FIGURE 3, an illustrative routine 300 for processing messages 

15 received from an IM server computer will be described. As mentioned briefly above, an 
IM server computer may generate messages to an IM client application, including 
requests to initiate a new TM conversation, instant messages themselves, and messages 
from a business partner computer. The routine 300 begins at block 302, where a 
message is received at an IM client application from the IM server computer. The 

20 routine 300 continues from block 302 to block 304, where a determination is made as to 
whether the message comprises a request to initiate a new IM conversation. If the 
message comprises a request to initiate a new IM conversation, the routine 300 branches 
to block 306. At block 306, the request to initiate a new IM conversation is processed. 
An illustrative routine 400 for processing request to initiate a new IM conversation is 

25 described below with reference to FIGURE 4. From block 306, the routine 300 returns 
to block 302, where additional messages received from the IM server computer are 
processed. 
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If, at block 304, it is determined that the message does not comprise a request to 
initiate a new IM conversation, the routine 300 continues to block 308. At block 308, a 
determination is made as to whether the received message comprises an instant message, 
such as chat text typed by one IM user into an IM client application. If the message 
5 comprises an instant message received from another IM client application, the 
routine 300 branches to block 3 10. At block 3 10, the instant message received from the 
other IM client application is processed. An illustrative routine 500 for processing 
instant messages is described below with reference to FIGURE 5. Once the instant 
message has been processed, the routine 300 continues from block 3 10 to block 302, 

10 where additional messages are processed. 

If, at block 308, it is determined that the message does not comprise an instant 
message received from another IM client application, the routine 300 continues from 
block 308 to block 3 12. At block 3 12, a determination is made as to whether the 
received message comprises a message from a business partner computer. If such a 

15 message is received, the routine 300 branches to block 314 where the message received 
from the business partner computer is processed. An illustrative routine 600 for 
processing messages received from a business partner computer is described below with 
reference to FIGURE 6. Once the message received from the business partner computer 
has been processed, the routine 300 continues from block 3 14 to block 302 where 

20 additional messages are received. 

If, at block 312, it is determined that the received message does not comprise a 
message received from a business partner computer, the routine 300 continues from 
block 3 12 to block 3 16. At block 3 16, messages other than requests to initiate a new IM 
conversation, instant messages, or messages received from business partner computers 

25 are processed. Once other types of messages have been processed at block 316, the 
routine 300 returns to block 302 where additional messages may be processed. 

Turning now to FIGURE 4, an illustrative routine 400 for processing a request to 
initiate a new IM conversation will be described. The routine 400 begins at block 402, 
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where a notification window is displayed that includes a topic for the requested IM 
conversation. The topic may also be illustrated in textual or graphical form. According 
to an embodiment of the invention, the notification window also includes the 
identification of the IM user requesting the conversation. As will be described in greater 
5 detail below with reference to FIGURES 7A-7E, the notification window may be 
gradually displayed so that it appears to "roll" up from the user interface desktop. 
According to an embodiment of the invention, the notification window is gradually 
displayed proximate to an icon associated with the IM client application or proximate to 
an icon associated with the request to initiate the IM conversation. Additionally, a sound 

10 may be played when the notification window is displayed. Other types of animation 
sequences may also be used when displaying and removing the notification window. 

From block 402, the routine 400 continues to block 404 where a determination is 
made as to whether a request has been received by the local user to respond to the 
request to initiate an IM conversation. The local user may respond to the request by 

15 selecting the contents of the notification window. If such a request has not been 
received, the routine 404 branches to block 406 where a determination is made as to 
whether a predetermined amount of time has passed since the notification window was 
displayed. If a predetermined amount of time has not passed, the routine 400 returns to 
block 404, where an additional determination is made as to whether the user has 

20 indicated that they would like to participate in the requested IM conversation. If such a 
request is received at block 404, the routine 400 continues to block 410. At block 410, 
the new IM conversation is initiated and a new IM client application window is 
displayed. The IM client application window provides an area in which the user may 
type instant messages and otherwise participate in the IM conversation. An illustrative 

25 IM client application window will be described below with reference to FIGURES 8-9. 

If, at block 406, it is determined that a predetermined amount of time has lapsed 
since the notification window was displayed, the routine 400 continues from block 406 
to block 408 where the notification window is removed. According to an embodiment of 
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the invention, the notification window is gradually removed from the display so that it 
appears to "roll" down from the user interface desktop. Also, the contents of the 
notification window, including the identification of the IM user requesting the 
conversation and the topic for the requested IM conversation, continue to be active until 

5 the notification window is completely removed. In this manner, the contents of the 
notification window may be selected to initiate the IM conversation up until the point 
where the notification window is completely removed from the display. From 
blocks 408 and 410, the routine 400 continues to block 412, where it returns to 
block 302, shown in FIGURE 3. 

10 Referring now to FIGURE 5, an illustrative routine 500 will be described for 

processing an instant message received from another IM client application. An instant 
message may be received in response to a user typing text at the remote IM client 
application. The text is transmitted from the remote IM client application to the IM 
server computer and, subsequently, is received at the local user's IM client application. 

15 The routine 500 describes the processing of such instant messages according to an actual 
embodiment of the present invention. 

The routine 500 begins at block 502, where a determination is made as to 
whether the received instant message is intended for an IM client application window 
that is either non-visible or not in the foreground of all displayed windows. If the IM 

20 client application window is visible or in the foreground, the routine 500 branches to 
block 504 where the received instant message is displayed in the IM client application 
window. From block 504, the routine 500 continues to block 518 where it returns to 
block 302, shown in FIGURE 3. 

If, at block 502, it is determined that the received instant message is intended for 

25 a non-visible or non-foreground IM client application window, the routine 500 continues 
to block 506. At block 506, a notification window containing the instant message is 
displayed. According to one embodiment of the present invention, the notification 
window includes an identification of the IM user that transmitted the received instant 
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message. Moreover, the notification window may be gradually displayed so that it 
appears to "roll" up on the user interface desktop. The notification window may also be 
displayed proximate to an icon associated with the IM client application or proximate to 
an icon associated with the IM user that transmitted the instant message. From 
5 block 506, the routine 500 continues to block 508, where the received instant message is 
scrolled in the icon associated with the IM user that transmitted the instant message. 
According to an embodiment of the invention, the icon associated with the IM user 
transmitting the instant message is shown in a "task bar" located proximate to an edge of 
the display screen. By scrolling the received instant message in such an icon, a quick 

10 view of the instant message may be provided to the local user. 

From block 508, the routine 500 continues to block 510 where a determination is 
made as to whether the user has made a request to reply to the instant message. 
According to an embodiment of the invention, such a request may be made by selecting 
the contents of the displayed notification window. In particular, the user may select the 

15 instant message or the name of the user transmitting the instant message using a mouse 
or another selection device to indicate that they would like to respond to the instant 
message. If such a request is not received at block 510, the routine 500 branches to 
block 512 where a determination is made as to whether a predetermined amount of time 
has lapsed since the notification window was displayed. If a predetermined amount of 

20 time has not lapsed, the routine 500 branches from block 512 to 510, where another 
determination is made as to whether a request to reply to the instant message has been 
received. If, at block 512, it is determined that a predetermined amount of time has 
passed since the notification window was displayed, the routine 500 branches to 
block 516, where the notification window is removed. According to one actual 

25 embodiment of the invention, the notification window is removed gradually, so that it 
appears to "roll" down from the area in which it was initially displayed on the user 
interface desktop. From block 516, the routine 500 continues to block 518, where it 
returns. 
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If, at block 510, it is determined that a request has received a reply to the instant 
message, the routine 500 continues to block 514. At block 5 14, the IM client application 
window is brought to the foreground of all displayed windows so that the user may type 
a response to the instant message. From block 5 14, the routine 500 continues to 
5 block 516 where the notification window is removed, and subsequently to block 518 
where it returns to block 302, shown in FIGURE 3. 

Turning now to FIGURE 6, an illustrative routine 600 will be described for 
processing instant messages received from a business partner computer. As mentioned 
briefly above, an IM gateway application may be provided at the IM server computer 
10 that allows a business partner to transmit instant messages intended for IM client 
applications. The routine 600 describes functionality for processing and displaying such 
instant messages received from business partners of the provider of the IM service. 

The routine 600 begins at block 602, where a notification window is displayed 
containing a branded message received from the business partner. As will be described 
15 in greater detail below with reference to FIGURES 13A-13D, the branded message may 
include a logo of the business partner, additional information regarding a product or 
service offered by that business partner, and a hyperlink to a Web site provided by the 
business partner. According to one actual embodiment of the present invention, the 
notification window is gradually displayed so that it appears to "roll" up from a portion 
20 of the display screen. Additionally, the notification window may be displayed proximate 
to an icon associated with the IM client application. From block 602, the routine 600 
continues to block 604. 

At block 604, a determination is made as to whether a selection of the 
notification window has been made by the user. If such a selection is not made by the 
25 user, the routine 600 branches to block 606, where a determination is made as to whether 
a predetermined amount of time has elapsed since the notification window was 
displayed. If a predetermined amount of time has not elapsed, the routine 606 branches 
back to block 604, where an additional determination is made as to whether the 
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notification window has been selected. If, at block 606, it is determined that a 
predetermined amount of time has elapsed, the routine 600 continues to block 608, 
where the notification window is removed. According to one actual embodiment of the 
invention, the notification window is gradually removed so that it appears to "roll" down 
5 into the display screen. The routine 600 then continues from block 608 to block 612, 
where it returns to block 302, shown in FIGURE 3. 

If, at block 604, it is determined that a selection has been made of the notification 
window, the routine 600 continues to block 610. At block 610, a Web browser installed 
on the IM client computer is launched and is directed to a uniform resource locator 

10 provided by the business partner. According to one actual embodiment of the present 
invention, the uniform resource locator directs the Web browser to an Internet Web site 
provided by the business partner. In this manner, additional information may be 
retrieved regarding the instant message from the business partner. The notification 
window is also gradually removed. From block 610, the routine 600 continues to 

15 block 612, where it returns to block 302. 

Turning now to FIGURES 7A-7E, an illustrative user interface will be described 
for providing a notification that a request to initiate an IM conversation has been 
received. As described briefly above, the Microsoft Windows ME® or Windows 2000® 
operating systems provide an operating environment for an actual embodiment of the 

20 present invention. As shown in FIGURE 7 A, a desktop 60 is provided upon which icons 
or windows corresponding to executing application programs may be displayed. 
Additionally, a task bar 62 is provided which contains icons corresponding to currently 
executing applications and to applications which may be launched from the task bar 62. 
According to one actual embodiment of the present invention, an icon 64 associated with 

25 the IM client application is provided. By selecting the icon 64, a user may launch the IM 
client application or respond to a request to initiate an IM conversation. When a request 
to initiate an IM conversation is received, an icon 66 associated with the request to 
initiate an IM conversation is also displayed. If a selection is made of the icon 66, an IM 
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client application window is launched in which a user may type instant messages. As 
shown in FIGURE 7 A, an icon 68 associated with another type of application may also 
be displayed in the task bar 62. 

As described above, when a notification window is displayed, it is displayed 
5 gradually so that it appears to "roll" up from a portion of the desktop 60. FIGURES 7B- 
7E show an animation sequence for gradually displaying a notification window 70 in this 
manner. FIGURE 7B shows the first portion of the notification window 70 being 
displayed proximate to the icon associated with the IM client application. FIGURE 7C 
shows an additional portion of the notification window 70 being displayed. FIGURE 7D 

10 shows yet an additional portion of the notification window 70 being displayed including 
the identity of the IM user requesting the IM conversation. Finally, FIGURE 7E shows 
the notification window 70 being completely displayed including the identity of the IM 
user associated with the request to initiate an IM conversation and the topic 72 for the 
IM conversation. By gradually displaying the notification 70 in the manner illustrated in 

15 FIGURE 7B-7E, the notification is provided to a user in a subtle manner that is unlikely 
to distract a user from work on another application program. Similarly, the notification 
window is gradually removed from the display screen in the reverse order that it was 
displayed. In this manner, the notification window will appear to "roll" down into the 
desktop 60. Other types of animation sequences may also be utilized when displaying 

20 and removing the notification window. 

Turning now to FIGURES 8 and 9, an illustrative IM client application 
window 74 will be described. As mentioned briefly above, if a user selects any portion 
of the notification window 70 while any portion of the window is displayed, an IM client 
application window 74 is displayed and the IM conversation is initiated. As known to 

25 those skilled in the art, a typical IM client application window provides a field in which 
a user may type an instant message directed to another user. The IM client application 
window 74 also typically includes a separate portion of the window for displaying 
instant messages received from the other user. The IM client application window 74 
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may also include other information such as a date and time when a last message was 
received from the other IM user. 

As shown in FIGURE 8, the remote user "Clarence" has transmitted an instant 
message saying "Hi! How are you doing?" As shown in FIGURE 9, the local user has 
5 transmitted an instant message in response comprising the text ! T am doing fine. How 
are you?" When the local user selects the "send" button located on the IM client 
application window 74, the typed message will be transmitted to the remote IM user. 
Other aspects regarding the operation of a typical IM client application window 74 
should be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art. 

10 Turning now to FIGURES 10 and 11, additional aspects of the present invention 

for providing a notification that an instant message has been received will be described. 
As mentioned briefly above, the notification window 70 will be displayed when a 
request to initiate an IM conversation is received. Additionally, a notification 
window 70 may be displayed when an instant message is received and the IM client 

15 application window is in a non-visible or a non-foreground state. This may occur when 
an application window 70 is the active window and obscures either all or a portion of the 
IM client application window. In such a situation, a user may select the contents of the 
notification window 70 or the icon associated with the instant message located in the 
task bar to respond to the instant message. In response to such a selection, the IM client 

20 application window 74 is brought to the foreground as shown in FIGURE 11. In this 
manner, a user may select a notification window to respond to an instant message. 
Alternatively, the user may choose to ignore the notification window 70 and continue 
working in the application window 76. This feature is advantageous for a user that 
would like to monitor the contents of an IM conversation without actively participating 

25 in the conversation and also work in the application window 76 at the same time. 

Turning now to FIGURE 12, additional aspects of the present invention for 
providing a notification that an instant message has been received will be described. As 
mentioned above, the notification window 70 may be displayed proximate to an icon 
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associated with the IM client application and the task bar. According to one actual 
embodiment of the invention, the notification window 70 may also be displayed 
proximate to the icon 66 associated with the request to initiate an IM conversation. The 
notification window 70 may also be displayed proximate to an icon displayed in the task 
5 bar associated with an active IM conversation. Multiple such notification windows may 
be displayed corresponding to many different active IM conversations. In this manner, a 
user may monitor multiple IM conversations through viewing the notification 
window 70 without actively participating in these conversations. If the user desires to 
participate in one of the IM conversations, the user simply has to select the contents of 

10 the notification window 70 prior to its complete removal from the display screen. In 
response to such a selection, the IM client application will be displayed corresponding to 
the particular IM conversation, and the user will be permitted to participate. Although 
only one notification window 70 is shown in FIGURE 12, it should be appreciated that 
many such windows may be concurrently displayed. 

15 Turning now to FIGURES 13A-13D, an illustrative user interface will be 

described for providing a notification that an instant message has been received from a 
business partner computer. As mentioned briefly above, a notification window 70 may 
be displayed in response to receiving an instant message from a business partner 
computer. The notification window 70 may be gradually displayed and removed as 

20 described above. Moreover, the notification window 70 may contain an identification of 
a business partner associated with the instant message and additional information for the 
user. For instance, the notification window 70 may include an indication from a delivery 
company that a package has been delivered as shown in FIGURE 13A. Similarly, as 
shown in FIGURE 13B, an indication may be provided from a financial institution 

25 comprising a stock quotation. As shown in FIGURE 13C, an instant message may be 
displayed indicating that a response has been posted on a message board or, as shown in 
FIGURE 13D, an instant message may be provided indicating that a particular good or 
service is on sale. 
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According to one actual embodiment of the present invention, the contents of the 
branded notification window 70 may be selected by the user to launch a Web browser. 
The Web browser may be directed to a Web site at which the user can obtain additional 
information regarding the business partner. Moreover, the branded notification 
5 window 70 may contain a hyperlink for unsubscribing the user from the branded 
notification provided by the business partner. Other such similar notifications may also 
be provided to the user via the branded notification window 70. 

While an actual embodiment of the invention has been illustrated and described, 
it will be appreciated that various changes can be made therein without departing from 
10 the spirit and scope of the invention. 
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